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Gudrun Swoboda

The Hero's Inversion and a Bloody Pointer.
On the Rediscovery of a Battle Painting by
Salvator Rosa

The Large Equestrian Battle originated in Florence
in 1645 for a client close to the Medici. Together
with two other monumental battle paintings that
Rosa created for Ferdinando Il de' Medici and
Louis XV, it is one of his most ambitious and
daring works. The unconventional artist broke

with the tradition of glorifying war and depicted it
as cruel slaughter, with no identifiable opponents
in terms of friends and foes, winners and losers. In
the centre of the picture, there is no victorious hero,
but a mortally wounded figure who falls backwards
off his horse. Meanwhile, a soldier with a bloody
finger writes the letters "R O S A" on a stone.

Salvator Rosa, Large Equestrian Battle (detail), 1645,
Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien, Paintings Gallery
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Lecture (in German) as part of the exhibition History Tales. Fact and Fiction in History Painting, 27.9.2023-
26.5.2024, curated by Sabine Folie
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